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The investigation of Jewish mysticism is one of the most 
difficult subjects in the field of Jewish Studies, and it is therefore 
no wonder that a long time went by before these inaccessible 
texts and their obscure background were subjected to serious 
research. Here I shall be able to deal with the subject only in 
the most general way, endeavouring to give you some of the 
results of the intensive research carried out in the last fifty years 
and at the same time to point to some of the still unsolved prob
lems that have been raised by the work done so far. 

When I speak of Jewish mysticism, that does not mean, 
of course, that this mysticism developed the same content, doc
trines or ways of thought as Christian mysticism. !:,o! mysticism 
is in every religion a later stage of development in whic.h the 
positive tenets of the religion in question - and this applies. 
especially to the monotheistic religions - are subjected to an ; 
internali~ation, an inward-pointing reinterpretation~' J ewisl;- mys- I 
ticism, then, means a mystical understanding of.the world ,of! 
Judaism, and is determined by the specific content of this world. I 
It is true, of course, that the mystic experience is a feature com
mon to humanity in general and to all religions, but the most 
varied phenomena may be observed in the historical patterns 
in which this fundamental human yearning for religious experi
ence has manifested itself. 

Thus one important difference between Jewish and Chris
tian mysticism is a matter that will perhaps serve as a suitable 
starting-point: Jewish mysticism is at the same time esotericism, 
a secret doctrine. Not all mysticism is esoteric and not all eso- ' 
teric lore is mysticism. Mysticism means a kind of knowledge 
which is by its very nature incommunicable. It cannot be directly 
transmitted; it can be made visible only indirectly, because its 
substance cannot be expressed in human language. Esoteric 
knowledge, on the other hand, means a kind of knowledge that 
may be communicable and might be communicated, but whose 
communication is forbidden. These two possibilities may over-



lap. It has often been the case in the history of religion that 
mysticism was at the same time esoteric. It was intended for 
those few who were to be guided onto a path leading to the 
experience of the divine. Christian mysticism has hardly used '\ 
the forms of esotericism as a medium of transmission. The ele- . 
ment of the esoteric, of the secret oral communication of the 
indirectly visible, is not characteristic of Christian mysticism. 
Here other methods were used, there being sufficient confidence 
that persons lacking the vocation and liable to misunderstand 
or to interpret too crudely would not be given access to the most 
sacred mysteries. Jewish mysticism, on the other hand, was from 
the first and remained until a late period an esoteric doctrine, 
there being no change in this respect before the great messianic 
~10vements of the 17th century and the last great Jewish mys
tIcal movement known to us - that of ·Hassidism, in which 
forces were at work that abandoned esotericism and appealed 
to the Jewish public at large. ~Jyljg(l1Y_Age_s, and e.spe
..g.~'1Qy_ irl.th9.l>.l;u;_entur~e§ of which we are now speaking, Jewish 
mJ'sti.gsm..~as __ consciousl)'_ esoteric. It is significant that the 
mystics of this period, from about 1200 onwards, were called 
Kab..balists, 'Masters of the Kabbala', where the -H~brew word 
'Kabbala', which properly denotes merely the handing down of 
the tradition, was understood in the sense of 'esoteric tradition'. 
Kabbala is a knowledge that on the one hand, being mystic 
knowledge, cannot be communicated, but on the other hand, 
even insofar as it is communicable, may not be communicated 
except subject to reservations, such as are usually made with 
regard to initiation into esoteric doctrines. 

~wishD?ysticism is essentially theosophy, penetration into i. 

the secr~ts of . the world of the Divinity and of its activity in its '~ 
connectIOn WIth the created world and with the riddle of the ~ 
very existence of the world. This Jewish theosophy has a history: 
of its own. It did not come into existence in the period of which 
we are here speaking. And here we come to an extremely curious 

and vitally important fact, one that was altogether overlooked 
by scholars until the present generation: in the history of Rab
binic Judaism, i.e. the Judaism that we know as a great histor
ical phenomenon, mysticism does not, as the majority of schol
ars formerly assumed, make its appearance in more or less 
heretical or marginal circles, ~.QL~prings f!om its 'yeryheart. 
An important result of recent research is thi~ ~ery realization 
that the oldest Jewish mysticism of Mishnaic and Talmudic 
times, i.e. the period of the rise of Christianity, was formed not 
at the margins of the Rabbinic, Pharisaic Judaism that was then 
taking shape, but exactly at its centre. It is in the very circles 
that most visibly represent this Rabbinic Judaism that the his
tory of Jewish mysticism also begins. This means, of course, a 
considerable change in our estimation of the significance and 
influence of these phenomena in the history of Judaism. This 
applies particularly to the first and second centuries of the 
Christian era, to the rise of the so-called Merkaba or Throne 
mysticism, which taught a visionary theosopby o(ihe mysteries 
of the divine glory and of communion with its manifestations, 
an esoteric doctrine concerning the divine world and the ap
pearance of God in it and all that is connected therewith, as 
above all the ecstatic ascent of the soul into this world of the 
visionary experience of the divine. It was cultivated in the very 
circle that moulded Talmudic Judaism in its most radical exo
teric form, as with Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai and Rabbi Akiba. 

This applies also to the circles of which I intend to speak 
here, to_!he Hassidism of the Middle Ages (which has nothing 
or very little to do with what happened in the later Hassidic 
movements of 18th century Eastern Europe) and the Prov~ngal 
and Spanish Kabbala. The Hassidic movement originated in 
the Rhineland of the 12th and 13th centuries and from there 
radiated to Northern France and Southern and Central Ger
many. ~ ~as the most important spiritual moveme~tproduced 
by' German Jewry in the Middle Ages. For many cenhIries-the 



ways of thought, ideals and practices of the Hassidim helped 
to determine the way of life of the Rhenish and Southern Ger
man Jews. This 'German Hassidism', which won so great an 
influence, is based on an important stratum of Ashkenasic Jewry, 
i.e., that Jewry which was at that time settled in Germany and 
later, in the course of the great persecutions, largely migrated 
to the East. The case of the Kabbala is similar: historically it 
crystallized not in the Rhineland but in Languedoc, in Western 
Provence, and its rise there can be historically analyzed and 
described, as I have done in my book The Origins of the 
Kabbala. 

At that time the Rhineland and Languedoc were two im
portant centers of Jewish life and Rabbinical scholarship, as we 
may call the great educational ideal of Rabbinic Judaism. This 
ideal was fostered as intensively in the Rhenish schools of the 
11th to the 13th centuries as in the great Jewish center which 
was 12th cent. Provence. It was in these verygroups~ !l:r:t~_not 
on- the periphery but in the lead:Fiigfamilies and in the central 
figures of these groups, that the mystical tendencies now bec01:ne 
m~Il~~!' They· show themselves in two families which we can 
Clearly identify. The bearers of the German Hassidism of the 
Middle Ages were the family of the ~alony.llljdsin Worms, 
Speyer and Mainz, the family from which even in the last few 
generations, every-self respecting Jew in the Rhineland claimed 
more or less legendary descent, not only Karl Wolfskehl, the 
well-known Jewish poet of the school of Stefen George. Such a 
fapily tradition of descent from the Kalonymids was de rigueur. 
This famiiy-came to Mainz f;~~ Italy-in--the-9th century and is 
known to us over a period of more than four centuries as a clan 
of extensive ramifications. They brought to Germany not only 
the study of the Talmud but also esoteric traditions from the 
East which had found their way to Italy and had been fostered 
and perhaps also subjected to various transformations in this 
family. The final shape taken by Hassidism here must also have 

been affected by the character of the environn~ent in which these 
Jews lived and with which they were connected by more intimate 
ties than might appear at first sight. 

The same holds good for the appearance of the Kabbala in 
Provence. We first encounter the Kabbala as a historical phe
nomenon iI~ one o(the most important families of the Langue
doc. From 1150 to 1250 we can follow the rise of the new 
Kabbalistic mysticism in four generations of this family. The 
first historically identifiable bearers of Kabbalistic Tradition were 
Rabbi Abraham ben Isaac, the President of the rabbinical court 
of Narbonne - a very ancient Jewish community and an im
portant centre of Jewish scholarship - and his son-in-law Rab
bi Abraham ben David, the most famous head of a talmudic 
school in his time in Provence. The latter's son, Isaac the Blind, 
and grandson, Asher ben David, played an important part in the 
further history of the early Kabbala, the role of Isaac the Blind 
being even a decisive one. In other words, it was again the 
learned Talmudic aristocracy and not some nameless groups of 
doubtful orthodoxy and with meagre claims to learning that 
<ietermined the history of these developments. Why mysticism 
should have made its appearance in these two circles as a kind 
of esoteric family religion remains a problem even after the ·ob
vio~s explanations provided by the consideration that within 
the family such matters may be more easily guarded against pro
fanation. It is true that the same phenomenon may be noted in 
the history of Jewish mysticism many centuries later. Heretical 
and downright antinomian traditions and ideas, some of them 
extremely far-reaching and bold, were preserved and fostered 
even in the 18th century among the followers of the mystical 
Messiah Sabbatai Zwi, especially within certain families. Here, 
however, we are concerned not with families as bearers of hereti
cal traditions, but on the contrary with families whic~!..eJ?~~_nt 
the highest degree of learning, Biblical scholai~hip! __ ~~dJ2iety 
a~u~derstood in Jewish tradition. At the same time, there is in-



volved, in this German Hassidism, an element of Jewish radi~f!l-_ 
J~_IE:. i~..!~~ s~!1se_.otr.~dicalism of the moral and religious life. In 

Hebrew, already since«the earliest Rabbinism of the pre-Chris
tian period, the concept of the 'Has sid' (literally 'Pious Man') 
has denoted the Jewish radical. In contrast to the traditional 
Jewish ideal of the Just Man, who endeavours to carry out all 
the instructions of the Divine Law in the same way, in the right 
degree, and at the right time, tQ~"J!~sld is the Jew who tends to 
ext~~mes?_~itp _ whom.< religiou~ observ~~e-,' or- even- the" observ-
~Ece ~f ~ s~!1g!e article of the religion, is treated with a serious
.21~~~ ve_~giI1g on excess. This applies also to these-Oerman--Has
sidirri"-of the family of the Kalonymids. In three generations three 
significant figures make their appearance: Samuel Hassid (ap
prox. the middle of the 12th century), his son Judah Hassid, 
who is the central religious figure of German Jewry for a period 
of several centuries (died in Regensburg in 1217) and Judah's 
disciple Eleazar of Worms, who, though he wrote very fully on 
Hassidic ideals and traditions, was not himself called Hassid. 
It is in these men, as is testified by their writings or by the strong 
tradition of their disciples, that the mystical tendencies of Rhine
land Jewry found their purest expression. 

Both these movements, Hassidism in the Rhineland and 
the Kabbala in Provence, are for us bound up with the prob
lems of the historical situation in which we encounter them. The 
Hassidism of Germany came into being at the time when the 
persecutions of the crusades of 1096 and 1147 and the subse
quent long period of many martyrdoms had cast their shadow 
over German Jewry. These catastrophiG._~vegts_ 9.~eply. moved 
):!l~I.!~~. ~p!.r.i.t~, and unde! their influence, or at any rate somehow 
in connection with them, German Hassidism took on the form 
~.ie-have before us in the writings', abo~e all of Judah Hassid 
and .of his disciple Eleazar of Worms. There is a similar back
ground to the appearance of the Kabbala in the second half of 
the 12th century and in the beginning of the 13th century in 

Languedoc, that is in the centre of Catharism, one of the most 
important and most profoundly influential heretical movements 
experienced by Catholic Christendom in the Middle Ages. The 
historian clearly cannot but be intrigued by this extremely puz
zling and still insufficiently understood connection. The Catharic 
movement was at that time at its height, before the beginning 
of the Great Crusade and the foundation of the Inquisition, both 
of which had as their object the fight against it. The Catharist 
heresy was a revolt against the corruption of the Church, as the 
heretics saw it, and aimed at the restoration of the purity of life 
of primitive Christianity for which they sought support in Mani
chaean theology. At the same time the Waldensian movement 
was at its height in Southern France. In these two theatres of 
great historical events Jewish mysticism makes its appearance, 
and who can say what came from within and what from without, 
what from the sphere of the external history of the persecutions 
of the Jews, and what from the inner stimulation which im
portant figures in contemporary Jewry owed to such movements. 
Of course the connections between Jewish mysticism and the 
historical theatres of its appearance cannot be labeled just like 
that. We cannot say that this or that specific element connects 
the Kabbala with Catharism. The connections on the plane of 
ideas and doctrines are here very infrequent and not of decisive 
importance, so far as I can judge. An~ty~Ub~_p~ob!.~ll1~emains 
a most urgent one historically. The Kabbala did not finally take 
shape in the East, to which its first and deepest roots may be 
traced, but in this place of great historical tension. At the same 
time it can be said of these phenomena, German Hassidism and 
the Provencal Kabbala, that the circle that fostered them had 
some sort of historical or literary connection with earlier Jewish 
esoteric traditions. These were partly traditions of Rabbinical 
theosophy, which is also known to us from a literature of its own, 
but partly also Jewish gnostic traditions which have not been 
preserved in independent writings but only in fragments and in 



old writings adapted by the Kabbalists, such as the oldest text 
of Kabbalistic literature that we possess. This is the Book Bahir, 
which was published ca. 1180 in Provence, but whose character 
shows that it cannot have originated there, but must be presumed 
to have come from the East, where it would be most reasonable 
to suppose that its composition was connected with underground 
groups of Jewish gnostics. I have dealt with this fully in my 
above-mentioned book The Origin of the Kabbala, where I 
analysed this oldest source in detail. 

These religious movements, as I have said, were based on 
a number o~~s, round which were grouped people devoted 
to a c~~!~il1_~.ay of life, one that favoured the contemplative a:; 
opP.Qsed to the active life.· The Hassidim in· Germany were "no 
organized groups, but were individuals who pursued the Hassidic 
ideal dispersed over the larger and smaller communities of Ger
man Jewry. The beginnings of the Kabbala, however, are con
nected with a certain stratum in French Jewry, whose members 
are only seldom called 'Hassidim' in contemporary documents, 
but mostly 'Prushim' (literally 'separate ones') or 'Nezirim' 
(N azarites). In the language of the time these two terms are 
used synonymously. A Parush (Pharisee) is one who has sep
ar:ated-himselLor withdiawn from worldly and profane life. The 
term Nazir is employed in the same sense, being used to denote 
not one who has taken the vows of the Nazarite specified in the 
Bible, but in general a person pursuing an ascetic way of life. 
The comIll1!"nitit:;~L_W_QulcL~upport men, presumably of a certain 
type, ~i~~iL!() .!l1e conte~phttiye life, in order that they might 
d_eyote..al.l thei:t::.. time, undi~tracted by worldly occupations," to the 
study_ol. the Torah, hence to the fostering of a highly contem
plative value. In this way there came into being at this time a 
clas.LO.f as~~!i~~apP9inted and. supported by the communities. 
We may presume that it was on men belonging to this class that 
the new Jewish mystical movement depended at its start. 

Here, in Germany and France, the influence of Moses 

Maimonides, the greatest intellectual authority of contemporary 
Judaism in the 12th century, was strictly limited. Maimonides 
the teacher of the Law, the great codifier of the Halakha, of 
normative Judaism, was accepted here also; b.u.t..MailllQnid~es 

the philosopher was met with suspicion and mistrust, if not with 
downright hostility. Why? It was because men sawi~-hi~ ~nc 
who was breaking through the bounds of integral Judaism, one 
who was subjecting the original unbroken structure of Talmudic 
Judaism to an ideological reconstruction, to a rationalistic rein
~erpretation. It might of course be said that, in a certain sense, 
the mystics were doing the same thing. The intellectual move
ment of the Middle Ages transformed the old Judaism. Neither 
the rationalist philosophers nor the Kabbalists and mystics can 
be regarded as still representing the old, original Jewish world 
with its unsophisticated attitude to its essential content, that Jew
ish world which in spite of all contradictions and tensions was 
yet deeply embedded in its original Palestinian-Babylonian-Syri
an environment. The new Islamic and Christian environment 
and the status of Judaism in it produced changes which caused 
Talmudic Judaism itself to become a problem to its adherents. 
Both rationalists, who are far removed from mysticism, and the 
mystics, equally re-interpret the old Judaism. Both endeavour 
to open up a new dimension in it, one that, while seeming to 
confirm the old, really transforms it. They accept the Rabbinic 
tradition but transform it by re-int~rpreting it. So much is com
mon to all these tendencies, however hostile to one another they 
may be in some other respects. They constitute in a precise sense 
'idco!ogies' of Judaism, which in them no longer gives naive ex
pression to itself, unproblematic ally and preserving an integral 
and unreflecting relationship to its subject-matter. 

For the rationalists of the school of Maimonides, Judaism 
is transformed into a network of allegories. For them allegory 
constitutes the conservative, non-revolutionary instrument of 
critical thought. For in all allegorical interpretation criticism, 



as the hidden mainspring, is also at work. With the help of the 
allegorical interpretation of the meaning of Scripture and of 
the commandments, it was possible to build a bridge on which 
Rabbinical Judaism appeared as an expression, popular and 
planned for the people at large, of the same profound truths 
which had been distilled by purely philosophical means in Aris
totle's Metaphysics . .AlJ£g~y make_~i!...£9~~~~~JP relate these two 
~vorlds _t?one another. S.1d~E~~_~Y~_L~S_J~~dsh Me.dia~v_l!l_ Philoso
J2!!Y.J§Jl~s"eJ1!~ is __ !~e_power of allegory and its life is the .. life of 
~ll~gQ!Y. The ~YJitic.$--,_on Jne Qther- hand:--~ere- essentially no 

-al~~gorists; they were, in a precise sense of the \\'~id, symbolists. 
In speaking here of the rise of the world of symbols in the Juda
ism of the mystics, in contrast to the allegorical world of the 
rationalists, the distinction I have in mind is the following: the 
facts referred to by means of allegory may also be expressed in 
another way. The Greek word aUegoria means saying something 
in another manner, figuratively. If the truths of religion are al
legories, the reason was, in the view of the allegorists, that cir
cumstances of a historical or educational nature provided the 
motive for such disguise. The allegorical can always be expressed 
~!!.Jlnother way,jU_~ always translat;ble, may- always be related 
to s~eiliing to be foiliid in--the- c-ontext -oCo~r_.W~rld. -Symbols --------=---- ------- --------------
in the exact sense oCtile word, however, denote facts that can 
never be revealed or communicated in themselves but exclusively 
by means of other things, other facts, through which they may 
be dimly discerned. Symbols.,.cannot be""Jr?ll~lated.. .Theyexmt?ss 

~methingj_~~x.p!~§~i!>le, something, incapable of being directly 
communic!:lted by lang~age. -Through iii.;;ymbols--o-{the-mystics 
we discern ;;ihro~gh-a glass, darkly, a transcendent world that 

1S beyond the reach of our language. A symbolist in this exact 
s~nse, therefore, is someone for whom the reality-of the -~o~id 
b~.9.Qmes--transp"ar:ent: and-idio -rs-granteofrom the-reality of 

i tl}ing§._JhemJ)"elY~s ~" vision of something ~hi~h in itself has no 
! expression, something that could not appear "in its own shape, 

something divine. The historical process that begins with the ap
pearance of the Kabbala does indeed accept the reality of Rab
binical Judaism, but transforms it symbolically. If the Kabbalists 
had not accepted -thi~' r;ality, they- wo~id l;a~e become heretics, 
and they were far from being that, at any rate consciously. The 
world of the Kabbalists is the world of traditional Judaism as 
transformed by the vision of the symbolists, and it is trans
formed by this vision no less profoundly than the world of con
temporary Judaism is transformed by the philosophical allc
gorists. We are justified in saying that after the rationalism and 
the mysticism of the 12th and i3th centuries, Judaism"was never 
again the same as it had been until then. 

The process by which Judaism was transformed into a 
corpus symbolicum took a long time. It began in thai -s-ame 
Provencal family in Narbonne which I have already mentioned. 
It reaches its first peak with the appearance of Isaac the Blind, 
the first Jewish mystic who has left us only Kabbalistic writings 
and nothing at all in the field of Talmudic scholarship. We have 
in him a pure type of a contemplative Jewish mystic of ca. 1200. 
Stimulated by this important figure and his group of pupils, the 
Kabbala of the 13th century developed, above all in Spain, into 
an important power in contemporary Judaism, finding its most 
important literary expression at the end of the 13th century in 
the Zohar, the "Book of Splendor," the most important docu
ment of older Kabbalistic literature. 

I have said that this process is the beginning of the trans
formation of Judaism, of the rise of a new world of mystical 
symbols. The old words, the old commandments and actions that 
speak to the Jew and that are imposed on him,_ all these become 
transparent, so that something new appears in ihem:- The most' 
important medium in which this process becomes visible is that 
of the mystical exegesis of Scripture. The philosophers had in
terI'reted Scripture allegorically, in order to build a bddge to 
the truth of the rational world of the Greeks, of Plato and Aris-



totle. The mystics found in the Torah in addition a light shining 
in infinite facets, in an infinite wealth of significance, a light 

,that made possible the discovery of new layers of meaning, the 
jsymbolic insight into the mysteries of the Divine nature. This 
I kind of mystical exegesis begins with the German Hassidim. 
Thcy creatcd a literature of their own, which revealed, chiefly 
with the help of the mysticism of numbers, or numerology, con
nections between the words or verses of Scripture and with other 
words and sentences, but also with names of God or of the an
gelic beings of the heavenly realm, the 'Merkaba.' The numerical 
games or harmonies of this exegesis are for us more strange and 
inaccessible than the actual Kabbalistic interpretations with their 
theosophic profundity and extensive symbolism. The literal 
meaning of the Torah, on which the great Spanish and French 
Jewish commentators had still worked so intensively, is not ab
rogated, but the words of Scripture become transparent to the 
mystics. Infinite depths open up in them. In every word innumer
able lights appear. Every word has 'seventy faces' and that really 
means infinitely many. Thus a conception begins to establish 
itse~f~~ich \V~s to havegreat impOftallc·;f;~··th~history orthe 
Kabbala, namely the notion of infinite wealth of meanings of 
the Divine Word. This belief was supported, for the religious 
thought of the time, by an overwhelming mass of evidence. If 
indeed a Word of God existed, then it must, in accordance with 
its nature, be infinitely rich in meanings. The verbal meaning of 

Scripture became a kind of glass window, .~?rou~? wh!ch one 
could see into the mysteries that became visible in the word_as 
a living commimication of the Divine revelation. The first 
thorough-going mystical exegeses go back' to the beginning of 
the 13th century and underwent very intensive further develop
ment. The views about the meaning of this conception of Scrip
ture, the theory, formulated with great subtlety and profundity, 
of the infinite wealth of meanings of the Divine Word, is also 
developed in the writings of the Kabbalists of the 13th century. 

I 
f: ,I 
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To this a further factor must be added, one that is of great 
importance for the understanding of the function of mysticism 
in the living body of J udaism. IU!.,~ear. t~at Jewish mysticism 
~~~essentially the mysticism of the Torah, since the Torah is the 

1110St important spiritual phenomenon of Judaism. Jewish mys
ticism, therefore, is a mysticism of the word of the Torah, based 
on a mystical extension or conception of the belief in the verbal 
inspiration of Scripture. ~~lt it <lIso follows from the_nature of 
the mystical search for communication with the Divine that this: 

. mysticism should also include an addition~l1 field, namely t~e 
mysticism of prayer. Here Jewish and Christian mysticism meet 
in an important point, in spite of the fundamentally different 
ways in which the mysticism of prayer developed in the two 
religions. Prayer is the natural medium through which the be
liever communicates with his God. And so mystical movements 
may naturally spring from man's life of prayer. Prayer is directed 
towards or aimed at something. Hcnce it is not surprising that 
we should encounter mystical phenomena in this field. Both the 
German Hassidim and the first Kabbalists in France were great 
devotees of prayer and they were the first to develop a contem
platiye mysticism of prayer in Judaism. 

The special significance of Jewish prayer mysticism lies in 
a factor with which I will deal briefly here. In Rabbinical Juda
ism prayer is essentially an activi.ty of the ~omnlunlti~-.Jfere· it 
irnof the individual that speaks, but at most the individual as 
a member of the community. The most important Jewish prayers 
are about 2000 years old and date from the time shortly before 
aad shortly after the rise of Christianity. They do not represent 
the religious effusions of the individual put express the f~~Ung of 
the community. We may say, therefore, that these prayers, whose 
classical texts, familiar to the pious Jew, are very clear, simple 
and laconic, are a thoroughly unmystical institution. In them 
is expressed the community's recognition of the kingship of God. 
Individual prayers, though possible, are far from having the 

asolomon
 



religious importance which the communal prayer of the syna
goue had for the life of the Jews, above all in the Diaspora. 
H~~.s~_the._natUIatpairing of.Torah an.d . .EEayeJ..,?,hich is familiar 
to Jewish traditi2E' In them are fulfilled the highesJ sp~~fual 
'--._._,,---.--. . 
values known to Judaism. A Spanish rabbi said: "In the Torah 
'God"speaks to man; in prayer man speaks to God." Jewish mys
ticism concerns itself with both these ways of "speaking". 

However, Jewish mysticism approaches the life of prayer 
in a manner quite different from that of Christian mysticism. In 
the latter we have a wealth of mystical prayers and effusions, as 
witness those effusions of a Byzantine mystic which we have in 
the hymns of Simon the New Theologian. It is quite different with 
the Kabbalists, above all with the earliest ones. In later times, 
when the Kabbala penetrates the whole of Judaism and becomes 
a great social power which creates its own. forms, the state of 
affairs is different. But of the Kabbalists of the first period it is 
true to say that they composed very little in the ways of prayers 
of their own in accordance with their specific ideas about God. 
Here and there such mystical individual prayers have come down 
to us in the manuscripts. But what was decisive in determining 

- ."'-~,' , ..... ____ ,---"' ___ ~-_-_~., _c __ •• ~ _ ..--

the form taken by Jewishmysticism ~as the transformation. of 
the prayer of the commllnity, into a Illystical.e~perience among 
~e-~~bb.@s.i$·.---·· 

The pray~r. QLt].1e . mystics. uses the traditional text of the 
c~,~y~rL !JuLcl!~-iolves'l(Jii:soiiIeni.Q!~tiQn, railier as 
the concrete word of the Torah is dissolved in the infinity of 
meanings. The words of the prayer form as it were a handrail 
along which the mystic's contemplation feels its way forwards in 
the prayer, into the depths or heights of the Divinity or of the 
Infinite. Just as the mystical exegesis was the means by which 
the Torah was transformed into a mystical text capable of taking 
on extraordinary dimensions, so what is called kawwana in He-

) brew was the means by which prayer was transformed into a 
'.., mystical process. Kawwana originally means "purpose", "precise 

, 
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intention", "the concentrations. of the mind on one object". Thus 
the religious p--;ec~p~'-~nd'-~ommands are to be 'fU"lfiiied with 
kawwana, which means that one must concentrate one's thoughts 
on what one intends to do. Hence the sense of kawwana is ex
tended to devotion and religious fervor. For the Kabbalists the 
term means more precisely just the above-mentioned transforma
tion of the words in prayer, which makes them into. symbolic 
guides for th;-;;c~nfintOthe world of the divine spheres. 

The early Jewish merkaba mystics of the 2nd and 3rd / 
century themselves came in ecstasy before the throne of God. 
The mediaeval Jewish mystics, however, are only seldom and 
no(ess.enti~l1y ecstatics. For them it is not ecstasy that is the 
medium in which their experiences occur. For them the medium 
of the mystical experience is denoted by the Hebrew t~rm 

delz!:kuth meaning literally adhering or clinging to God, adheresis 
as it was called in medieval Latin or, perhaps the most exact 
rendering of the sense, communio with God. This adherence 

--~-"---. 

to God is originally a Biblical concept, which later was regarded 
by the mystics as the highest value of contemplative Jewish 
mysticism. Man_ cannot unite with. God, but he can enter into 

.. c.ommunion with Him. In Judaism mystic union wiih. God'-h~s 
only very seldom been represented, taught or maintained as a 
possibility. To what extent the talk of the Kabbalists and the 
Hassidim about debekuth may occasionally also include the ex
perience of unio mystica, cannot always be conclusively de
termined. What is. always stressed and represented as the main 
thing is the living communio, the intimate proximity, in which a 
man knows himself ineffably near the Di~me~~.~~~·~Y~ij~Ull).L 
fQsed with it. Thus in debekuth the most intimate thinkable con
nection with God short of unio mystica, is thinkable without in
consistency at least in accordance with its own Jewish presup
positions. It may of course be asked if this is not merely an in
tentionally cautiously restrained description of the mystical 
process. Perhaps it includes more far-reaching possibilities. This 



question we must ask those who have had such experiences. Of 
this I cannot speak here. 

As I have said, kawwana in prayer is connected with this 
ideal of communio. it transforms every \vord; "by giving for 
;;ery-c'~~91:cJ-the' i;structions _for_!lle.9iation, by means of which 
the,cw~l:ji;as it were torn open, transformed into a name of God, 
or into a ray of divine light. It shows the way up, which in this 

J itinerarium mentis ad deum or. journey of the mind towards ____ __c' ·-C' .c, -. ". cC c 
GoctCTffmay so express it) is taken in the ascent to the highest 
spheres and manifestations of the divine light, into the pri
mordial causes of the Divine being. Without changing the tra
ditional text of the prayer, kawwana clears a, way,_the way of 
mystical meditation in prayer, by which the old fixed form of 
prayer -becomes an 'individual mystic process and experience in 
tl~e' soul of the individual. There have come down to us, under 
ffieinisleading title of Commentary on the Prayers, several works 
consisting of such instructions for meditation leading to mystical 
immersion in the depths of the Divinity in the silence of prayer. 
This transformation fills the traditional forms of the prayer with 
a strange new life which is foreign to it in its original nature. 

I1Vlystical meditation lights up the prayers from within and gives 
l. them an entirely new meaning and life. -' 

This process of the introduction of the mystical 'intention' 
or meditation into prayer, whether it be of the individual or of 
the community, could not be accomplished without serious ten
sions. There was no lack of protests against the practice of kaw
wana. The mystic will naturally endeavour to pray and devote 
himself to the practice of meditation together with people of a 
similar meditative bent. But this is by no means necessary: he 
may also pray with the congregation and seek to fulfill his inten
tion in mystical execution of the congregational prayer. It is an 
open question how great was the part played by the German 
Hassidim in the introduction of kawwana into prayer. What is 
certain is that mystical prayer, originating in Hassidism and the 

earlie~)t Kabbala, gradually and progressively penetrated and 
transformed the liturgy. For many centuries the inner life of the 
Kabbalists continues to be dominated by this mystical prayer. 
Even today there still are in Jerusalem a number of synagogues of 
mekawwenim, as they are called, i.e. of those who pray with 
such mystical kawwana. liere prayer is a completely inward
directed contemplative event. 

I have spoken of ~_c~nlra,l subj~cts from which mysticism 
springs and permeates the world of Judaism. ~n. addition to 
these there is the third central subject which I want to discuss, 
namely t~e my;ti<:;al doctrine of God as combining,his unity with 
his vitality:M~notheism constitutes the most precious possession 
of the Jewish tradition. Hence the unity of God is clearly one 
of the subjects that naturally offer themselves for mystical con
templation. The meditations of the mystics on the unity of qod 
;:Jwduced the special theosophy of the Kabbala. This the-osophy 
U>_ concerned with the doctrine of the descent of the hidden God 
- ~ho, as the infinite, ineffable, unknowable and invisible, is 
here, removed from all human understanding ,- into the ~ani
i'estation of his essence in the ten primal forces or ultimate cause~. 
pf his being in which he manifests himself in creation. These 
ten steps in which the nature of the li-ving and acting God are 
revealed are called by the Kabbalists Sephiroth, a term taken 
from an early esoteric text from the time' ~f the Talmud, the 
Book of Creation. In this text sephiroth is taken literally in the 
sense of numbers or primeval numbers, meaning the ideal num
bers' of the Pythagoreans, which in this early Hebrew text con
stitute the primal forces of creation. For the Kabbalists, how
ever, the sephiroth are no longer numbers, but the various aspects 
of the Divine life and the stages through which this life- pa~ses 
in its revelation to the created world. The doctrine of Divine 
unity is transformed by. the :r<~bbalist§ ipto a th~_Qsop_hy_ol.Jhe 
depths of Divine vitality whose unity is in its dynamis!ll. The 
hidden God, God in himself, may be spoken about only in nega-



tives. In this the Kabbalists agree with Maimonides, inasmuch 
as both were influenced in their theology, though in different 
ways, by the Neoplatonic tradition. Positive~ state.Pl~nts .. about 

~" 

G<?d can be made only about the realm of His emanation or 
manifestation in the ten sephiroth. The development of Kabbal
iStic-Ufeos6pliy-saw' 'the formation of a new world of symbols 
of the Godhead and of its sephirotic life. The highest rank in the 

~-------.-- ...... ~' "-."'" 'q ~ '-""- """ 

hierarchy of beings known to the Jewish philosophers of the 
Middle Ages was the world of pure forms, which were identified 
with the angels. ~alibgtlistic theosophy, however, opens up a 
new _ realm of being which, though to be grasped only in sym
boIs, stands above this angelic world. The Kabbalists speculated 
in all kinds of ways about the connection between these sephir
oth and the created world, thus opening the way for many new 
developments and ideas which determine the further history of 
Jewish mysticism. 

Historically, this development of Kabbalism in the South 
of France and in Spain ~ay best be characterized as the irrup
!ion of N~9platoni9 tradition -arid Neoplatonic ontology and 
mysticism into the older Jewish esotericism. In the latter, Neo
Platonism had played no part. The Hassidim in Germany, too, 
were not philosophically inclined. -EVfm if scattered elements 
of Neoplatonic doctrine did reach thel1lJ and this can in fact be 
QemoriStiatedY,--t~~y--;~~~ -strangety"tr~msformed so as to acquire 
againa mythical character. and ~ost th_~ir ~t:_al philosophical con
t~!1JJ1Jld-meanings._ In the thought of the :k-abbalists, however, 
living as they did in a highly cultured Jewish society like that 
of Provence and of Spain, the N eoplatonic ideas burst violently 
into the old gnostic tradition, which had not come into existence 
in this area, but had much earlier, in some way not entirely 
clear to us, come over out of the East, and acquired new vitality 
in the 12th century. In this old gnostic world there was a uni
linear structure from the top downwards, which was basically 
a line of decline. In contrast to this the Neoplatonic double 

line is one of expansion from God and return to God: 'Every
thing comes from the One and everything returns to the One', 
in the words of the great axiom of this philosophy. This world 

f of Neoplatonism with its specific hierarchy of existence - in-, 
tellect, soul, and nature - breaks into the world of the Kabbala 
and makes its appearance in the earliest texts of the speCUlative 
Kabbalists in Provence. These no longer write in the old my~ 
thicallanguage, such as that of the Book Bahir, which subjects 
Biblical and Rabbinical words and terms to a gnostic reinter
pretation, but i~ the J'!-_!1guage of solemn and abstract symbols, 
ir: which the terminology of philosophy seems ~rie?,pectedly 
to _ grow wings and to remind us, in the dignified solemnity and 

Tn the profundity that is suddenly added to words of the ph.~lo
~ophical language, of the fervent and profound language of the 
Byzantine- Christian mystic who wrote under the pseudonym of 
Dionysius the Areopagite. And indeed there is a problem here, 
which I would like, in conclusion, at least to point out. 

What was the source of this great incursion of Neoplaton
ism which we find about 1200 in Provence and immediately 
afterwards in Catalonia in Kabbalistic thought? The Judeo
Arabic tradition of Neoplatonism and its terminology, which 
reached its acme ill the Source of Life of Solomon ibn Gabirol, 
is not sufficient in order to explain this phenomenon in detail, 
though the existence of such influences can by no means be ex
cluded from consideration. But in the first texts of precisely 
formulated Kabbalastic mysticism the doctrine of the Godhead 
in its sephirotic -unfolding and of the unity of God in its dyna
mism is developed in a way that cannot be explained by such 
influence. The more I have studied these questions, the more I 
have become convinced of the urgency of investigating, as a cen
tral problem of further research, the possible connection be
tween the earliest forms of the Neoplatonic terminology and 
thought in Kabbalism and in the Christian Neoplatonic tradi
tion. I have said that what in the older Kabbalistic texts is ex-



pounded in Hebrew and applied to questions of Jewish specula
tive thought, is not Arabic Neoplatonism. It is of course that, 
too- at least in part. The Kabbalists did of course notice and 
emphasize the Neoplatonic elem~nts in the thought of Maimon
ides, which harmonized with their own outlook - rather as in 
the world of Christian mysticism ly.[eister Eckhart sensed and 
drew out these elements in Maimonhles;-ijr-'RabbiMoses Ae
gyptus,' as has been shown by German medievalists. But the 
technical language of these Neoplatonic texts of the Kabbalists 
in Hebrew is quite mysterious: it does not derive from Gabirol 
or Moses ibn Ezra, whose writings it is doubtful if the Kabbal
ists had read; nor do they derive from Isaac Israeli, part of 
whose writings were known to the earliest Kabbalists in Hebrew 
translation, though not under his name but as expositions of 
Plato and Aristotle. The question therefore arises if there is a 
link between this Neoplatonic language of the earliest Kabbalists 
and the most important Platonic thinker of early medieval 
Christendom, Johannes Scotus Eriugena, whose philosophical 
genius stands at the beginning of the Christian philosophy of 
the Middle Ages. Eriugena's De Divisione Naturae, which was 
very influential in its time, goes back to the 9th century, but 
takes on renewed importance in the 12th. Not far from Regens
burg, the home of Rabbi Judah Hassid, there lived Honorius 
Augustodinensis, who wrote a work entirely in accordance with 
the great scheme of Eriugena, entitled Clavis Physicae. But also 
heterodox thinkers like David of Dinant and Amalrich of Bena 
began to use the thought of Scotus Eriugena at this time. The 
rise of theological heresies in these circles led, at the beginning 
of the 13th century, to the great trial concerning the writings 
of Eriugena, which ended with the condemnation of his work 
by Pope Honorius in 1225 and the order to destroy all copies 
of the book in the monastic libraries. 

This condemnation, a famous event in the history of me
dieval philosophy, caused a great stir at the time. From then on, 

no good scholastic could make usc of the now heretical Eriugena. 
This concerns us less than the important fact that the excitement 
over the appearance of the pantheistic sects relying on Eriugena 
in France and the trials of their adherents and of the writings 
of Eriugena fall exactly into the years in which we first find such 
unexplained Neoplatonic elements in the texts of the earliest 
Kabbalists, in the writings of Isaac the Blind and of his pupils, 
especially Azriel of Gerona, as well as in the parallel groups of 
Kabbalists whose adherents wrote under pseudonyms and under 
pseudoepigraphic disguises. It is quite plausible that the excite
ment over these things among educated Christians facilitated the 
penetration of information about Eriugena's ideas into Jewish 
circles also, whether by way of mystical communications and dis
cussions between learned clerics and Jews, or directly through the 
reading of Latin sources. This link between Eriugena and the, 
earliest Kabbalists in Provence has hitherto been quite unrecog-: 
nized, but in fact it seems to me that the concepts and the tennin-! 
ology of this thinker may very well throw light on a possible 
connection between the Chrisitan and the Kabbalistic Neo
platonic traditions. I could give a long list of surprising cor
respondences. There are not only Hebrew terms that can be .. 
understood not from the Arabic but from the Latin, but similar 
concepts and symbolisms. Certain affinities might of course have 
appeared without dependence on Eriugena, once mystical 
thought on a Neoplatonic basis had begun to develop in Judaism, 
and the similar stimulus might have produced related ideas and 
patterns of thought. Thus the doctrine of the ten sephiroth is 
certainly not due to Eriugena, but can be clearly shown to have 
its origin within Judaism in the Book of Creation and in a work 
unaffected by philosophical speCUlation, the Book Bahir, of 
which I need not speak here. Nevertheless it remains curious 
that Eriugena's doctrine of the causae primordiales, of the ul
timate causes of all being, into which God descends in the act 
of primeval creation, and in which he at the same time creates 



himself, provides the closest parallel to the doctrine of the 
Divine sephiroth discoverable in the speculative tradition of the 
West. It seems evident to me that a text in which this doctrine 
v@s __ e.~pounded . must have seemed to the Kabbalists, if they 
could have read -it, to be closely akin to their own views and 
,~hat the two doctrines might easily be fused in this very poin.t. 
I;niblical'exegesis, too, astonishing correspondences may some
times be found. I will point out in this connection only the 
mysticaJ~ei:Q.t~!p!_~t~j.LoIl of the doctrine of the Creation out of 
Nothing, which Eriugena and the earliest Kabbalists have in 
common in their explanation of the f!rst._C?!!~pter of Genesis. 
The 'nothing' out of which all things were created is in accord
ance with this view not something negative, a real nothing, but 
a superabundance of God or of the Divine will, which is only 

symbolically termed)~Q~iEf! owing to th.e.:. total~l'~~lJ.~~.of all 
determination. The Creation out' of" Nothing consists in both 
casesiilthe bringing forth of the Divine wisdom, whether as the 
second sephirah as with the Kabbalists, or as the totality of the 
causae primordiales as with Eriugena. Here, therefore, we have 
an important problem which may perhaps be solved with the 
help of new finds or further analysis, thus genuinely enriching 
our knowledge of the connections between Christian and Jewish 
speculation in the Middle Ages, in a manner quite unexpected 
and foreseen by none. 

The discussion of these few points, it seems to me, gives 
some indication of the atmosphere in which medieval Jewish 
mysticism rose to be the force which proved itself in the storms 
and stresses of Jewish history in a much greater degree than 
Jewish rational philosophy. For it is true to say that K~p~a.Jis!1l 
has had a great historical impact on l,ud,aism. To the same ex
tenl_a.~ J ewT~h-;;a"tioPAtppii9§()phy often lostit~'iIilluerlce ill-th~s~ 
'times ;£--stress:-ihe Jewish mystic-g'beli'eved" -th';t -i~ ~h~ii sYrn-

boli.~j;@los.Qp1J.y, ~hey',C:()llldJink the real existence ,of the Jews .. 
~_th~ d~mhs of the Divine trallscendimce, and in this way 

!~~y ,acquired an ever-growing importance in the history of 
ll:ldaism and exerted an influence of which many traces remain 
even to this day. 




